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Understanding the Changes in Power Relations
in North Korea through the Discourses of City
Beautification of Pyongyang:
Establishment of Kim Il Sung’s Monolithic Rule
between 1953 and 1970

Lee, Jong Kyum (Seoul National University) -
Jung, Hyunjoo (Seoul National University) -

Kim, Heejung (Dongguk University)

This study draws on the discourses of city beautification in
Pyongyang as an analytical lens to understand the ideological and
political aspects in establishing the Kim Il Sung regime. The paper
examines the history of the city beautification in Pyongyang and
analyzes how it is related to securing and strengthening the
authoritarian power of Kim’s regime. In European socialist countries of
the past, the business of urban beautification worked closely with
monopolistic power. Soviet city beautification greatly influenced other
socialist cities. Pyongyang, a late participant, was not an exception.

Although Kim 1l Sung produced nationalist discourses in which
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creative North Korean styles and ethnic identities were emphasized,
his political rhetoric was rarely achieved in reconstructing Pyongyang
after the Korean war. Instead, a simplified version of Stalinesque was
reproduced in building the heart of Pyongyang’s landscape,
emphasizing ideological characteristics such as magnificence, splendor,
and aesthetics, which contributed to strengthening Kim’s dictatorship.
While the positive effects of modern urban beautification movements
such as improving the urban environment were minimal in Pyongyang
under the Kim Il Sung regime, it was mainly utilized as a mechanism
to cope with power struggles and problems of governing. The paper
examines keywords from documents (such as Rodong Sinmun and Kim
Il Sung’s speeches) that deliver the discourses of city beautification
during the early Kim Il Sung era, and traces the changes in their
composition between 1953 and 1970, indicating the way the regime
utilized the particular aspects of urban beautification drives as a part of

its governmentality.

Keywords: city beautification, power, governmentality, discourse, socialist

city, North Korea, Pyongyang
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